Abstract. This article explores the commercial website as a virtual landscape of consumption, and considers how six Canadian retailers are displaying this landscape to entice a rapidly growing community of surfers. The article argues that the virtual geographies of retail display are determined by the interplay between corporate philosophies and the specificities of the market sector. In turn, the resultant 'experiential space' of the web store can be thought of as being framed by two broadly opposed discourses, which propose divergent levels of technological complexity in the design of the web store. However, the tension between these discursive extremities is already beginning to stabilize around a customized strategy of display, which uses real-time information about consumer behaviour in the web store to realize an appropriate balance between simplicity and interactivity at the scale of the individual surfer.
INTRODUCTION
In this article I explore the commercial website as a new and remarkably dynamic space of consumption. I consider how the virtual landscape of the internet is challenging retailers to rethink traditional strategies of display if they are to successfully entice a rapidly growing community of 'surfers'. In doing so, I address three issues of relevance to contemporary debates surrounding the evolution of consumption practices and spaces. First, the visualization of socio-economic exchanges across computing and telecommunications media through geographical metaphors. Second, the influence of discourse upon corporate strategy and the economic landscape. Third, the ability of assemblages of information technologies to exercise innovative forms of electronic surveillance and generate strategic market knowledge. More generally, I hope to inject knowledge of the spatiality of the web store into social science debates concerned with the changing nature of consumer culture in the age of e-commerce.
Specifically, I argue that the virtual geographies of retail display in the commercial website are determined by the complex interaction between the philosophies of key corporate actors and the specificities of the market sector -the spatial outcome of which is framed by two broadly opposed discourses currently circulating in the academic literature and the retail industry. These discursive formations propose divergent levels of technological complexity in the design of the web store and are hence referred to as discourses of minimalism and sophistication. Indeed, as Dholakia and Rego (1998) suggest, commercial website design currently fluctuates between the extremities of a functionalist/fast load -interactive/slow load dichotomy. While this trade-off confronts retailers with a fundamental dilemma, the article shows that the tension between the two discourses is already stabilizing around a strategy of customized display, which uses real-time information about individual consumer behaviour to realize an appropriate balance between simplicity and interactivity at the scale of the individual surfer.
I expand this argument on the basis of extensive research conducted in Toronto, which forms part of a wider interest in Canadian e-commerce (Currah, 2002) . The article uses the lens of Toronto to think through some of the wider theoretical questions posed by retail display on the virtual landscape of the internet. I concentrate on the websites of six retailers based in this city, which are leaders across a range of market sectors in Canada.
The article proceeds as follows. First, I discuss the theoretical significance of the commercial website as a virtual landscape of consumption. Second, I provide a background to Canadian e-commerce, and an overview of the empirical methodologies. Third, I conceptualize the internet as a 'frontier technology' which has unprecedented implications for the display of retail space. I then discuss how the unique challenges and opportunities confronting retail display in cyberspace have stimulated two discursive formations. Fourth, using the previous section as a theoretical springboard, the focus of the article shifts to the landscape of the six websites. Here, I draw upon the work of Pine and Gilmore (1999) to consider how corporate philosophies have shaped the geography of display to entice the web surfer through different 'realms' of the shopping experience. Fifth, I then position the 'experiential space' of each web store between the imperatives of sophistication and minimalism. Sixth, the article considers how the retailers are attempting to reconcile the tension arising from these opposed discourses by deploying a customized strategy of retail display. Overall, the argument necessarily rests upon a dual mixture: outlining the strategic and technical implications of e-commerce technology for the retailers, whilst maintaining a critical theoretical stance towards those implications.
CYBERSPACE AND NEW VIRTUAL LANDSCAPES OF CONSUMPTION
The convergence of computing and telecommunications technologies since the 1970s has led to the emergence of 'cyberspace' -a new domain for socio-economic exchanges, composed of myriad spaces, principally built upon the internet, but also other media such as mobile telephony. By creating a global market in which products can be purchased at any time from a single location, the internet is having a major impact upon consumption patterns. Indeed, the internet has the capacity to 'localise, collapse and fold geographically extensive markets into web sites' (Leyshon et al., 2002 ). Yet, although initially conceived as the emblem of a shrinking world, the internet has increasingly been visualized through an array of geographical metaphors, as the prevalence of the cyberspace lexicon (after Gibson, 1984) throughout the academic literature and popular culture testifies (Adams, 1997) . Elsewhere, chat-rooms are now commonly referred to as virtual communities, whilst the internet as a whole is seen as a wildwest-like electronic frontier, undergoing colonization by surfers and virtual flâneurs (Graham, 1998a: 166) .
The internet is growing in an explosive fashion: the 'world wide web' (www), the dominant graphical interface for navigating the internet, has been estimated to comprise over 550 billion pages (Bright Planet, 2000) . In parallel, the internet user community has now grown to over 500 million worldwide (McDonald, 2002) . Fuelling the growth of the www have been commercial developments in the area of business-to-business (B2B) e-commerce (e.g. procurement, logistics, administration) and businessto-consumer (B2C) e-commerce (virtual shopping hereafter). Although the 'web stores' of B2C retailers represent a novel commercial landscape, they have been surprisingly neglected in the geographical literature on consumption practices and spaces (Crewe, 2000; . Even so, the resolution of this empirical and theoretical lacuna, only now beginning in earnest (Leinbach and Brunn, 2001; , will surely be assisted by a related stream of research into the consumption of electronic information through virtual spaces, alongside the implications of those practices for questions of human embodiment and self-identity (e.g. Featherstone and Burrows, 1995; Holloway and Valentine, 2001; Parr, 2002; Slater, 2000) .
In the web store, consumers can browse, or surf, through a display of stock inventory and then pay for the selected goods by credit or debit card. 1 The order is usually delivered by post or courier service, though virtual commodities (e.g. e-books, music, movies) can be distributed to the consumer directly over the internet. In the formative years of the internet economy, the new virtual landscapes of consumption were largely operated by 'pure players' (operating solely through a web store). With the collapse of many of these pioneers in 2000-1, a 'bricks-and-clicks' organizational paradigm rapidly permeated retail markets, as traditional retailers began to operate a web store alongside the network of physical outlets (Currah, 2002) .
The web store of a bricks-and-clicks retailer possesses at least three sources of competitive advantage over the pure player. First, the website can draw upon an established brand name to affirm the authenticity of the store. Second, the combination of an electronic and physical presence provides the consumer with multiple points of access to the retailer,enabling,for example, offline purchases to be researched in the web store or online orders to be exchanged at a traditional store. This provides the consumer with a spectrum of consumptive experiences to choose between in an economy where the 'experiential value' of shopping is now arguably the ultimate source of distinction between retailers. Third, traditional retailers can leverage existing supply-chain management systems and customer support centres to facilitate online order fulfilment. As a result of these strengths, bricks-and-clicks web stores are now, in general, more widely recognized than their pure play counterparts. The article is therefore based upon an analysis of this particular breed of web store. But in what ways can websites, in principle, be theoretically understood as virtual landscapes of consumption?
The large majority of commercial websites have no practical need for the three-dimensional visualization techniques necessary to generate virtual landscapes in the strictest sense of the term (Lange, 2001) . And yet, even at the most basic level of design, websites exhibit inherently geographical dimensions. The scale of the virtual landscape is gradually revealed to the surfer -after they initially 'land' on the home page and set off into the site via the trail of hyperlinks -as a sequence of panels marching across the screen, which stimulate a fundamental sense of place and an overwhelming feeling of movement across space (Kwan, 2001) . At the same time, by surfing the internet through hyperlinks, the computer user literally traverses between 'real world' geographical locations -that is, the 'web of production' in which internet content remains spatially embedded (Zook, 2000) . In sum, cyberspace arguably heralds 'an era of electronically extended bodies living at the intersection points of the physical and virtual worlds' (Mitchell, 1995: 167) , prompting a reconceptualization of space/place 'as not necessarily defined only by one's presence but by involvement with a range of new media technologies . . . [or] human extensibility into virtual worlds' (Taylor, 1997: 190) .
Therefore, the virtual landscape of the internet should not simply be approached as an ordered Cartesian space, 'a parallel universe created and sustained by the world's computers and communication lines' (Benedikt, 1991: 1) , but also as an experiential space that is actively produced and negotiated through both the discursive practices of its creators and the cognition of its surfers. 2 This conceptual distinction resonates with the work of earlier scholars, such as De Certeau (1984) or Lefebvre (1991) , who have long inspired geographers and social scientists alike to distinguish between a rational scientific view of space and the idea that space is also imagined, simulated and representational.
Indeed, from a Lefebvrian perspective, the website 'conflates "spaces of representation" and the "representation of space" as a store and media rolled into one' (Murphy, 2002: 55) . Crucially, then, for our purposes, websites constitute a distinctive form of consumption space made visible in the 'geography of the screen . . . a world in miniature', under the control of the designers and those who supervise them (Dodge, 2001: 173) . 'The commercial web site is a vehicle for promoting a company's image, and thus embodies a discourse (with attendant geographies) that is intended to support wider corporate goals' (Pritchard, 1999: 9) .
To pursue this discursive interpretation, the article conceptualizes the web store as a culturally encoded aesthetic trap: a virtual landscape of consumption that has been constructed and displayed according to the philosophies of executive corporate actors which intend to attract,retain and transact with those surfers who are most likely to become long-term 'exchangepartners' (Miller, 2000a: 17) . The translation of such corporate discourses into the geography of the web store endorses a shopping experience that is construed as logically appealing to the consumer in that market sector. 'The analysis of cyberspace is thus part of a much broader debate about . . . the discursive construction of space' (Warf, 2001: 5) . Before we move on to consider the nature of retail display in cyberspace in later sections, I need first to sketch out the rationale for an empirical focus on Toronto.
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READING THE VIRTUAL GEOGRAPHIES OF RETAIL DISPLAY THROUGH THE LENS OF TORONTO
This article offers a situated reading -both spatially and temporally -of the virtual geographies of retail display through the lens of Toronto, in the spirit of calls for a multiperspectival interpretation of the space economy and the retail landscape more specifically . Table 1 profiles the companies that were consulted during the research: the sample was based upon an industry-recognized ranking of Canadian internet retailers (Dawe and Evans, 2000) . The companies are leaders in the principal market sector, though there are competitive overlaps. Given the disparities in the size of the organizations, the article is explorative rather than comparative. The choice of companies is intended to reveal the geographical and organizational contextuality of web stores within particular corporatemarket 'situations'.
Canadian virtual shopping provides a compelling area of research. The sales from B2C e-commerce are still marginal to those from traditional retailing, comprising only 0.4 percent (Can$11 billion) of retail operating revenues in 2000, but online sales are now entering 'hyper-growth': in combination with B2B transactions, Canadian e-commerce is projected to rise to Can$93.67 billion by 2003 (Janelle, 2001 ). This growth is facilitated by an extensive telecommunications infrastructure, relatively cheap internet access costs compared with other G7 countries, and a progressive policy environment for e-commerce.
Despite these propitious circumstances,retail analysts have expressed concerns regarding the performance of Canadian virtual shopping. Canadians have tended to browse rather than buy within web stores, using the internet as an informational resource to aid purchases in traditional retail space. Canadians have also shown a tendency to patronise US rather than domestic web stores (Boston Consulting Group: BCG, 2000; J.C. Williams Group, 1999) . As the financial capital, and hence the key location for the command-and-control functions of leading retail companies, Toronto provided a valuable lens through which to explore the ways in which leading Canadian retailers are responding to these challenges -that is, how are they constructing and displaying their web store to entice a growing community of surfers?
Recorded, semi-structured, and extended ethnographic interviews (lasting between 80 and 135 minutes) were conducted between July and August 2000 with board-level management who were responsible for the operation of the web store. 3 The choice and number of interviews varied according to the size of the organization, and depending upon the availability Currah / Virtual geographies of retail display of management during the research period. 4 A series of supplementary discussions (lasting between 15 and 45 minutes) were held with the relevant personnel to clarify any outstanding issues. Each interview was completed alongside visual access to the web stores to realize an interactive ethnographic inquiry (Wakeford, 1999) . The semi-structured interview format weaved a sensitive path onto a relatively uncharted theoretical and empirical terrain, providing a coherent yet recursive framework for discussion. To be sure, an ethnographic approach of this kind can illuminate the cultural and technical contextuality of e-commerce operations (Miller and Slater, 2000) .
Interview transcripts were analysed using the thematic coding procedures recommended by Cook and Crang (1995: 80-92) : the responses were continually re-read, sorted, tagged and juxtaposed on key issues. Excerpts from the interviews are incorporated into the article to articulate a polyphonic narrative of the web store from the perspective of some of the key 'corporate strategists' (Schoenberger, 1994 ) that actually perform the virtual geographies of retail display. Table 2 outlines the research schedule, listing the date and purpose of each meeting with coded numbers (to preserve anonymity) for each participating 'voice'. 5 This article, however, is very much a situated narrative: the 'story' that I recount is essentially incomplete, given difficulties in accessing some executives during my stay in Toronto, and is also contingent upon my own (value-laden) positionality as interviewer and writer. 
DISPLAYING RETAIL (CYBER)SPACE
There is now a wealth of academic work concerned with the aesthetic and spatial strategies of display that retailers have deployed to encourage consumption. Much of this research has focused on the shopping mall, where the built environment is argued to influence consumer behaviour through an arsenal of architectural ploys and illusions (Goss, 1993) . In recent years, however, the 'cultural politics' zeitgeist has articulated a more nuanced interpretation of retailing, bypassing the polarized conceptions of the consumer as either a hapless dupe or a heroic figure resisting late capitalism. It is now widely recognized that the display of retail space is shaped by the complex interplay between commercial exigencies with socio-cultural questions of identity and agency (Jackson, 2002; Miller et al., 1998) . On the internet, this mutual relationship has been thoroughly reworked: the retailer must deploy new methods of display to entice an empowered consumer. This scenario has confronted retailers with unprecedented opportunities and challenges. Theoretically, cyberspace is evocative of a 'frontier': an economic territory still to be fully demarcated, with promise and pitfalls, where a new set of rules is being forged between the pioneer communities of retailers and consumers. 6 Let us consider this contention in more detail.
Retailing on the electronic frontier
The internet endows retailers with an incredibly flexible space of consumption. The web stores can list a seemingly infinite selection of goods, unconstrained by shelving capacity though ultimately limited by warehousing size:
The internet's not like any normal store . . . Products are just pages generated from our huge inventory database. We can stock as many things as the warehouse can hold. [Interviewee 1]
The web stores are open day and night, to anyone in the world, and can be immediately redisplayed according to the changing nexus of supply and demand.
Even so, the internet has precipitated a fundamental shift in power from the retailer to the consumer. The landscape of retail cyberspace allows consumers to instantly compare prices and products between any web store, in any location, at the click of a button, leading to an electronic flânerie that radically enhances the perspicacity and mobility of the shopping experience (Featherstone, 1998: 921) .
The question of consumer empowerment on the internet has been
Currah / Virtual geographies of retail display at the heart of debates in the business and economics literature. B2C ecommerce is argued to have spawned a new type of consumer agency which can dexterously coordinate mass-market information (Hagel and Armstrong, 1997) . Virtual malls (see the section headed 'The experience of the [virtual] mall') and 'agent software' devices (programs used to unearth the cheapest price from a selection of web stores) allow consumers to perform efficient searches of market sectors at high speed and low cost, yielding rich product information from geographically dispersed locations (Pedersen, 2000) . As a consequence, e-commerce is leading to the disintermediation and reintermediation of value chains in the retail sector, substituting 'hierarchy' for 'hyperarchy': an improved level of market coordination between the consumer and a wider array of economic agents (Evans and Wurster, 1999 ; see also Chircu and Kauffman, 1999) . On the electronic frontier, all retailers are equally visible under the gaze of the consumer. In theory, this should exert a deflationary pressure upon online retail prices (Kannan and Kopalle, 2001 ), but in practice the success of commercial websites is not only based on price. Rather, consumers are also concerned about reliability, security and the experiential value to be derived from online shopping -issues that are considered in more detail later in this article.
The heightened level of consumer discernment on the internet is resonant with claims that consumptive practices are increasingly predicated upon a more reflexive understanding of the self (Lash and Urry, 1994) . Equally, though, the 'informational overload' posed by the internet may enfeeble rather than empower consumer agents (Jordan, 1999: 117) . Web surfers often become disoriented due to the transient nature of cyberspace, where new pathways are added and removed on a daily or even hourly basis. The immense scale of the www ultimately prevents any surfer from developing a comprehensive cognitive map of what is on offer and how to get there.
Nevertheless, the mobility of the electronic flâneur is an important difficulty facing retailers. This challenge has been compounded by the lack of the physical strategies of in-store display conventionally relied upon to attract visitors and maximize 'dwell time':
We've got to seek out, entice, the customer rather than the other way round. [Interviewee 8] On the internet, the situation's completely different . . . there's no fancy window displays, not the same atmosphere, the in-store layout, the serendipity etc. . . . to encourage impulse purchases.
[Interviewee 9]
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The location and image of the retail store are therefore even more important in an internet context. This has been made clear by the rapid appropriation of marketable and recognizable domain names over the past five years. Cyberspace has effectively witnessed 'a land rush as . . . organizations have raced and battled to settle the most desirable tracts of this territory' (Wilson, 2001 : 59-60):
A good location, a web site that's easy to remember, is essential to attract the customer . . . even more so than downtown or in the mall . . . where there is a constant stream of passing traffic. [Interviewee 6] For the retailers in Toronto, the venture onto the electronic frontier has been fortified by 'leveraging' the traditional retail brand, such as by advertising the website across the store network. Of course, the geographies of retail display are not exclusively tied to the branded identity of commercial space: the physical engagement between members of staff and consumers is equally instrumental. After all, shopping is an inherently social experience, a process through which relationships are formed and personal identities imbued with meaning (Miller, 2001) .
Interestingly, the 'geography of the stage' in the typical web store lacks the spatial differentiation made by Goffman (1956) between 'front' and 'back' regions, which are fundamental to the tactility and performativity of display in physical stores. The former is the stage where the display takes place, whilst the latter is the space where the act is dropped, though still rehearsed, and where the props, or goods, are prepared (Crang, 1994: 694-5) . Although the web store is unable to fully replicate the embodied sociality of the traditional retail environment, the electronic format does enable retailers to interact with consumers in novel ways. Scholars affiliated to the burgeoning literature on 'computer-mediated communication' (CMC) and 'cyber-cultures' have argued that the internet is fostering new forms of social and community interaction (Crang et al., 1999; Jones, 1997; Shields, 1996) . In the ethereal realm of cyberspace, sustained interactionsfor example, through 'bulletin boards', 'chat rooms' or real-time 'web cameras' -have given 'rise to a unique and intriguing form of social space, and one that will continue to provoke reassessment of the fundamental nature of "community" itself ' (Porter, 1997: xii) .
Discourses of retail display
Arising out of the above theoretical frontier scenario, there is now an extensive business-economics literature concerned with the practical strategies of Currah / Virtual geographies of retail display display that retailers should operationalize to induce consumption in the web store. A sensitive reading of this work reveals the circulation of two broadly opposed discourses: one that seeks to restrain internet technology under a minimalist functionality; and another that celebrates the opportunities for sophisticated internet technologies. Thus, each discourse proposes an alternative relationship between cyberspatial retail display and the internet as an assemblage of information technologies, comprising both software and hardware formats (Kitchin, 1998) . The discursive formations that we now explore are merely ideal-typical 'individualizable groups of statements' (Foucault, 1972: 80) that provide conceptual contiguity to what is in reality a complex, inter-discursive arena of debate.
Discourses of minimalism
Virtual shopping has attracted the attention of cognitive psychologists and computer scientists interested in the marketing implications of ecommerce. Researchers have used statistical techniques to analyse consumers' behavioural and decision-making patterns in web stores (Berendt, 2002; Chau et al., 2000; Szymanski and Hise, 2000) . This specialized body of work has asserted simplicity as the key to designing retail websites. Technological flamboyance and excessive graphics are rebuked for impeding the navigation of the website. As Dodge (2001) points out, the commercial success of amazon.com can be attributed to the remarkably plain geography of the web store, which permits fast loading over home modems while also enhancing the convenience of the virtual shopping experience. 7 A streamlined shopping process, with a 'user friendly interface', is therefore strongly recommended (Jarvenpaa and Todd, 1997; Lohse and Spiller, 1999; Nielsen, 1999; Roy et al., 2001) . It is argued that consumers are more likely to complete online purchases if product information is easier to locate (Benbunan-Fich, 2001; Hoque and Lohse, 1999 ) through a comprehensive structure of hyperlinks between web pages, which 'can be compared to the structure of aisles in a conventional store' (Yoo and Kim, 2000: 242) .
Proponents of minimalism highlight two dangers arising from a technologically complex strategy of display (Kwan, 2001) . First, the risk of consumers losing their sense of location and direction within the web store. Second, the problem of 'cognitive overhead' -the additional mental effort and concentration required by consumers to decide which hyperlinks to follow and how/whether to complete the transaction. Each of these could potentially deter the surfer from the store.
Discourses of sophistication
A larger and considerably more influential group of actors has argued for the interactive potentialities of virtual shopping -notably management consultancy firms (e.g. Accenture,BCG,Forrester,KPMG) and organizations offering 'internet technology solutions' (e.g. Cisco, IBM, Microsoft). Such actors are critical components of the wider 'cultural circuit' of business: they constitute a community through which 'best practices' are prescribed and diffused to corporate elites around the globe (Thrift, 2001 ). In particular, consultancies and technologists have argued that a consumer's initial virtual shopping experience is crucial to the development of long-term loyalty. Internet retailers are therefore advised to construct impressive 'mountains in the flat landscape of the World Wide Web' (Watson et al., 1998) , not only by offering a novel array of interactive facilities within the space of the website (Shih, 1998) , but also by regularly renewing the display of the store to foster a sense of cutting-edge temporal dynamism (Miller, 2000a) . Internet retailers must recognize 'surfers do not treat the internet like television, willing to be passive spectators' (Miller and Slater, 2000: 149) and should 'cultivate hedonic pleasures in the website by motivating customers to participate, promoting excitement and concentration' (Liu and Arnett, 2000: 29-31) .
So, a secure customer base is argued to be attainable through the implementation of eye-catching technologies and value-added material, such as advice and tips, competitions and quizzes, downloads, or innovative ways of browsing the store and communicating with staff. 'Flash' or 'Java' plug-ins, for example, are now pandemic across retail cyberspace: these software programs can run audio and video over a website with the necessary software operating on the user's hard disk, which can usually be downloaded for free. In the case of online clothes retailers, interactive features such as the 'virtual dressing room', a 'zoom-and-spin' function to examine apparel online, or 'live chat' to answer fashion questions, are often rationalized as best practices for the industry. In sum, the recommendations of consultants and technologists are continually injected into the wider retail industry in the form of high-profile research reports, international conferences and publications through business school presses (especially those written by socalled 'management gurus').
Constructing the web, enticing the surfer: the discursive (and spatial) power of sophistication A successful retail website will not only encourage the surfer to explore the landscape of the store after the initial 'hit' on the home page but will also transform that browser into a loyal customer who revisits the site and Currah / Virtual geographies of retail display purchases products on a long-term basis. The main determinant of this success is the 'in-store atmosphere' emulated by the website (Eroglu et al., 2001 ). The two discourses are essentially divided over the type of atmosphere or display that should be constructed to entice the consumer into the web store, and crucially, whether a simplistic or interactive virtual shopping experience will realize the transformation of surfer into long-term exchange partner (Miller, 2000a) .
The discourse of sophistication emanating from management consultants and technologists has had a powerful impact upon the virtual geographies of retail display, illustrating once again the ability of 'business knowledge' to actively shape the economic landscape (Carrier and Miller, 1998) . The pressure for retailers to offer a sophisticated space of display on the internet is symptomatic of a wider shift towards experiential marketing strategies in what management gurus Pine and Gilmore (1999) have termed the 'experience economy'. That is to say, retailers are increasingly treating experiences as a separate economic offering that can be used to reinforce the distinctiveness of the company. The commoditization of services, and the corollary of reduced differentiation between retailers, allegedly means that the provision of a product at a competitive price is no longer enough: retailers must now seek to construct an interactive shopping experience that uses goods as props and services as the stage to engage the consumer as a guest in a personal or memorable way (p. 2).
This scenario, they suggest, has reached its most absolute form on the internet (pp. 10-11) -a flat frontier landscape of so-called 'hypercommoditization' where the distinctiveness of retailers' products and prices has been 'deflated' under the gaze of a more perspicacious and mobile consumer. I now consider how each of the retailers in Toronto has engineered their web store, within this competitive context, to construct an enticing shopping experience. Corporate philosophies are then positioned between the discursive imperatives of minimalism and sophistication.
THE VIRTUAL LANDSCAPE OF THE WEB STORES
As Huizingh (2000) notes, there is a pressing need for substantive and systematic investigations into the construction and display of commercial websites. In this section of the article, I therefore explore the landscape of the six web stores within the descriptive framework outlined by Pine and Gilmore (1999) , which, they suggest, has particular relevance to internet retailing. This framework identifies four distinct, though overlapping, realms to the shopping experience that retailers can promote to engage the consumer and realize competitive advantage. The relative importance of these Journal of Consumer Culture 3(1) experiential realms varies according to the corporate-market situation, and the way in which they are displayed on the internet fluctuates between the discursive imperatives of minimalism and sophistication. The four realms lie on two axes: the level of consumer participation in the experience; and the type of environmental relationship which connects the consumer with the experience (Figure 1 ).
Entertainment
The consumer passively absorbs an entertaining experience. The companies have incorporated this realm into the shopping experience through the use of 'plug-ins'. Chapters' customers can listen to an exclusive radio station while browsing the web store. The radio facility can be used to sample different genres of music, learn about artists, or make a purchase. HMV allows its consumers to listen to samples of singles or albums using encrypted Real Media™ streaming software, which compresses the music, thereby improving download speeds:
The samples of singles and albums act as a key source of entertainment in the web store . . . It's just like the physical store . . . we want the customer to be able to listen [and] enjoy music before they buy. The internet represents an innovative channel for the communication and consumption of visual as well as auditory entertainment. Chapters and HMV regularly operate 'web cast' concerts, which are broadcast directly to the web store. 8 Also, Danier Leather includes 'behind-the-scenes' videos to provide a unique insight into the marketing and modelling of the companies'products. The display of film content in the space of web stores is likely to expand in the near future, given recent improvements in software compression technology and the ongoing diffusion of broadband services (Currah, 2003) :
As [long as] broadband takes off, and the software is made more secure from piracy concerns, online film delivery is [going] to become big business. The studios are going that way, and we sure don't want to be left behind.
[Interviewee 7]
Education An educational shopping experience requires the active participation of the consumer, either in body or mind. The educational aspects to virtual shopping can be reinforced in combination with entertainment. Radio Shack has filmed a series of short video clips (streamed to the website) in which Canadian celebrity Dave Chalk comprehensively explains various electronic gadgets (Figure 2) .
The behind-the-scenes videos of Danier Leather again perform an entertaining and educational role. The company has supplemented these videos with a 'zoom-and-spin' function, allowing consumers to view products closely at multiple angles:
We want to let you as the customer sit at home with your cup of tea and watch each garment being modelled individually. You can then zoom in and 'touch' it. You can even see the grain of the leather . . . Come on, this is more fun than going to the store downtown! [Interviewee 5] The Sears web store 'gives the customer straightforward, easy-to-find information' [Interviewee 13], with a detailed area relating to 'questions and answers' and the option for consumers to print the specifications of each product in the electronic shopping basket. Sears has a highly responsive online customer service team, which responds via e-mail to 98 percent of customer queries within 30 minutes. While 'this is almost like chatting to sales staff ' [Interviewee 11], the logistical costs of operating an extensive network of call centres are only a feasible prospect for retailers with strong financial backing. 9
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Chapters and HMV have integrated the educational experience by forging 'encyclopaedic' links between related product categories, which are reinforced by reviews from other shoppers and transcripts of celebrity interviews. These companies have endeavoured to offer a cohesive shopping experience in multiple areas of interest. This is in accordance with Hagel and Armstrong (1997) , who argue that internet retailers can add competitive value to web stores by enmeshing the consumer within processes of social and community interaction. Such a marketing strategy has considerable potential, given that web surfers are increasingly banding together into 'electronic tribes' or 'virtual communities' united by mutual consumer interests (Balasubramanian and Mahajan, 2001; Kozinets, 1999 ).
Henry's has promoted the web store as a source of free information for the photographic community, with a glossary of terms, questions and answers, and monthly tips. The web store is also used to advertise the photographic training courses that the company offers to consumers every week. The incorporation of these value-added characteristics into the shopping experience is believed to ultimately create a competitive advantage: 
Escapism
Within the escapist realm,consumers'feel their existence in the virtual space' of the web store (Shih,1998: 658) by being immersed in the shopping experience and involved as active participants (Pine and Gilmore, 1999: 33) . 10 Indeed, a critical feature in the formation of virtual geographies is the ability of individual computer users to independently manipulate and negotiate the virtual landscape (Schroeder et al., 2001; Taylor, 1997) .
Danier Leather was the only retailer to demonstrate an escapist strategy of retail display. The company has installed seven video cameras (without audio) in the factory outlet in Toronto, which are linked to the web store to provide a real-time view of the physical store from multiple angles. Using this innovative combination of hardware and software technology (implemented by internet technologists, Perceptual Robotics), consumers can browse the stock inventory, explore the store interior while observing the movements of 'real' customers (Figure 3) , purchase items from the shelves, send photos of items to friends and family by e-mail, or engage in 'online chat' with a customer service representative who is simultaneously displayed on-screen. Further, all virtual shopping orders are fulfilled from this store.
What make us so interactive is that customers can actually see their order being picked from the shelf then packed . . . in realtime . . . over the web cameras. [Interviewee 4] Clearly, the web cams are not only conducive to the escapist realm but also provide an important source of entertainment. The blurring of the experiential realms is further highlighted by the educational purpose served by real-time visual interaction between consumers and staff. The process of online socialization effectively enables the consumer to learn about the product range by gleaning advice and tacit knowledge from the sales representative. In these ways, the Danier Leather web store illustrates the potential for embodied and tactile social interactions over the internet, as discussed in the CMC and cyber-cultures literatures. There is considerable scope for future research into how the performativity of display, in particular the spatiality of front and back regions, is translated from physical (and reinscribed in) to virtual retail space through new technological assemblages.
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The personalized interface of the web store also strengthens consumer confidence in the authenticity of Danier as an internet retailer -an overriding factor in consumers' perception of risk and whether an online purchase is sufficiently safe from fraud. Related to this, all the web stores used 'VeriSign' technology to encrypt credit card details during the transaction.
The Danier Leather web store clearly has an array of sophisticated facilities that enrich the distinctiveness of the shopping experience in multiple realms, yet in a relatively specialized market sector where lower sales volumes facilitate 'one-to-one interactive relationship marketing' (Schiller, 1999: 130-5) . For retailers in larger markets, an escapist strategy of this kind, with this level of personalization, would be prohibitively expensive [Interviewees 2, 7, 10 and 12]. 
Aesthetics
This realm typically allows consumers to become immersed as passive participants and appreciate the aesthetic qualities of a spatio-temporal context. Given the inherent interactivity of the internet, and market-based pressures towards sophisticated strategies of display, corporate philosophies generally avoided this experiential realm. More generally, however, each of the retailers sought to immerse the consumer within an aesthetic of respectability and trust. This aspect to retail display has assumed great importance since the collapse of the pure players in 2000-1, which faced overwhelming difficulties in establishing a trustworthy identity among an exploding collection of rival and equally unknown web stores. Bricks-and-clicks retailers recognize that they must not only leverage the existing brand name, but also affirm the authenticity of the web store through the overall quality of design and the extent to which it is effectively updated according to changes in consumer taste and product innovation. The importance of maintaining the web store has heightened the importance of 'inter-firm networks' of knowledge exchange between retailers and technologists offering specialized website design services (cf. Oinas, 2002) .
The experience of the (virtual) mall
The companies have also located the web stores within 'portals': websites that either list or graphically represent an agglomeration of internet retailers. These 'virtual malls' are merely composed of 'shop fronts' that are electronically linked to the home pages of tenant retailers. The tenants pay a flat rate fee, or a sales commission (calculated according to the revenue accrued from 'clicks' in the portal), to the operator of the mall. A range of virtual malls was operating in Canada at the time of the research. 11 These portals essentially seek to replicate the physical propinquity of real shopping malls, in the process providing a valuable informational resource for consumers' decision-making skills. Norstar Mall allowed consumers to control the movement of a digital 'avatar' throughout simulated crowds and into virtual stores, representing a fusion of the entertaining and escapist realms. The technological prerequisites of shopping in Norstar Mall were criticized for constraining consumer choice:
If you need to have a specific browser for shopping here, then upgrading it is always a problem; it's dictating to the customer how they have to view your company. [Interviewee 11] Indeed, Norstar Mall has now ceased operations. Each company indicated that the virtual malls had been an extremely limited source of sales revenue.
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The portal has a problematic conceptual basis: unlike the suburban shopping mall, the virtual mall lacks 'reasons such as convenience, less traffic, or crime that would [usually] impel shoppers to visit the mall rather than go "downtown" ' (Kenney and Curry, 2001: 60) . The notion of flânerie in a virtual mall was indeed berated: Sure, people go online to research, but they don't go online shopping just to wander . . . and window shop because negotiating around the net still isn't that much fun, with lots of . . . slow loading pages etc. . . . They mainly type in a retailer's [web site] and go to it. [Interviewee 3]
CORPORATE VISIONS OF THE WEB STORE
The virtual landscape of the web stores have been constructed and displayed according to the philosophies of executive corporate actors. This has promoted a particular shopping experience for the consumer in that market sector. Indeed, the configuration of each experiential realm in the space of the web stores is determined by the interplay between corporate philosophies and the specificities of the sector. Different products were suited to the promotion of different experiential realms. The axes of the shopping experience are highly fluid: realms expand or contract according to a dynamic corporate-market nexus (Pine and Gilmore, 1999: 38-40) . In turn, this corporate-market nexus locates the 'experiential space' of the web store between the discursive imperatives of minimalism and sophistication. Figure 4 illustrates the complex dialectics shaping the display of retail cyberspace.
The rhetoric of sophistication is by far the most powerful discourse acting upon the display of retail cyberspace. Miller and Slater (2000: 149-52) examine the normativity of this discourse using ethnographic research into Trinidadian e-commerce.Western conceptions of e-commerce are exported to the developing world as rational constructs. The process of 'virtual colonization' is further reinforced through the diffusion of software packages, manufactured by the leading internet technologists, which are inscribed with implicit rules (enforced by the so-called 'wizards' to be found in most of these products) as to how a commercial website is best designed and implemented. The emergent discourse of sophistication illustrates, therefore, 'how new competitive and regulatory norms are introduced through the hardware and software that forms electronic spaces such as the internet and the World Wide Web' (Leyshon, 2003) .
Lying beneath the expensive sheen of consultancy and technologist
Currah / Virtual geographies of retail display research reports is an Anglo-centric and supposedly inevitable trajectory of web design from minimalism to sophistication (Miller and Slater, 2000) . This linear trajectory can be demarcated into three typological stages (Figure 4) . First, the 'flyer': a website that lacks the capability for electronic transactions and simply advertises the company. Second, the 'catalogue': a more advanced web presence, which involves the consumer in online shopping and basic feedback with sales representatives. Third, the 'interface': attained by facilitating a high level of consumer interaction on the website through a range of value-added features. At present, the linear evolution of web stores towards an interactive ideal as portrayed in Figure 4 is deeply problematic. Retailers face a fundamental dilemma when trying to develop an interactive experience. The display of retail cyberspace is essentially caught between the Scylla of sophistication and the Charybdis of minimalism: the web store must be able to attract and entrap the consumer's attention in innovative ways; but this is counterbalanced by the risk of technological embellishments deterring consumers, especially if special software must be downloaded or if the store takes a lengthy period of time to load over home modems (Dodge and Kitchin, 2001 ). However, the ongoing diffusion of broadband internet services could alleviate this constraint, potentially resulting in an explosion of sophistication in commercial web design (Miller, 2000a: 19) .
Danier Leather and Henry's/Sears have hurried to the opposite extremities of this dichotomy: the former has pursued an emphatic policy of sophistication; whereas the corporate philosophy of the latter is that consumers will be drawn to internet retailers that have streamlined the virtual shopping process by avoiding superfluous experiential realms:
The web's an interactive tool . . . it has so much potential. You can see we've tried to make the most of this. [Interviewee 5] Henry's is here to provide a reliable service to the photographic sector. Our website serves as a source of info [rmation] , but apart from that, I don't see much use for all these flashy animations, etc. [Interviewee 6] In terms of the virtual tours, live concerts and things like that, give me a break. What purpose do they serve? I see absolutely no future in it. None. This is trying to sell products to people, it isn't the entertainment business. [Interviewee 13] Radio Shack exhibited a more sensitive understanding of the dilemma between sophistication and minimalism, expressing a desire to weave a route between the discourses:
We've got to be really careful selling online, so we don't get in the customer's way. Our goal is to get customers on our site, buy it and get off our site in a heartbeat. I see making it more interactive, more entertaining, without slowing them down.
[Interviewee 10].
Chapters and HMV declared their discursive allegiance to sophistication, but recognized that, for the time being at least, this strategy of display would be constrained by the prevalence of narrowband internet services:
Right now, we recognize that the interactive nature of the [inter] At the time of research, each of the retailers in Toronto had begun to experiment with a strategy that could potentially reconcile the trade-off between minimalism and sophistication (within the context of widespread narrowband internet access) by customizing the display of the web store to individual surfers. This is explored in more detail in the next section.
CUSTOMIZING THE DISPLAY: ELECTRONIC SURVEILLANCE AND STRATEGIC MARKET KNOWLEDGE
The internet forms part of a broader assemblage of information technologies in the retail sector (e.g. electronic point of sale, credit scoring, etc.) that have been deployed to capture data about consumer behaviour in order to facilitate target marketing strategies and extract increased commercial value from the customer base . In the web store, in contrast to the physical retail outlet, retailers are more easily able to monitor and record the spatial and behavioural patterns of individual surfers. The electronic surveillance capabilities of the commercial website are yielding an unprecedented volume of market knowledge, which is clearly of considerable strategic importance in the knowledge-driven e-conomy (Graham, 1998b: 488) .
By surveying the behaviour of surfers in the space of the web store, retailers can simulate 'digital personas' for each consumer, serialized within an electronic system of knowledge (Leyshon and Thrift, 1999) . These surveillant simulations can be updated after every visit to the web store using 'cookie' technology -files that are automatically implanted upon the computer user's hard disk, often without their knowing, to record subsequent activity upon the website.
The geography of display -and the mix of interactivity and simplicity, as well as the relative importance of each experiential realm -can then be 'singularized' (Callon et al., 2002) to personal preferences during later visits to the web store. Cyberspace creates an unprecedented level of flexibility in retail display, facilitating a 'reach' to a large audience alongside customization to individual 'affiliations' (Evans and Wurster, 1999) . Cookie Journal of Consumer Culture 3(1) technology is also conducive to 'predictive marketing', based upon knowledge of past purchases and the behaviour of similar digital personas. Thus, consumers are not simply beginning to see a reflection of the self in virtual space: on the contrary, their sense of self is itself being dynamically refigured as a result of engaging with the online environment. 12 The strategic importance of tailoring the display to individual surfers is likely to endure, even in a context of broadband internet access where download times are radically improved (thereby eliminating the compromise between speed and interactivity), for every consumer has their own preference for a certain style of website -situated somewhere between minimalism and sophistication. Moreover, electronic surveillance will continue to serve the competitive agendas of bricks-and-clicks retailers, who are increasingly seeking to bolster their market position by monitoring consumers and being a step ahead of consumers' own understanding of their material desires and shopping habits (Callon et al., 2002: 210) .
The efficacy of such a strategy remains to be determined. The retailers in Toronto have yet to fully customize the entire landscape of the web store. At present, they are simply testing the capabilities of the technology by developing personalized 'home pages'. Furthermore, there are also some thorny ethical issues attached to the use of cookie technology (Bennett, 2001; Charters, 2002; Pennington, 2001) . Who owns the digital identity of the surfer? How are personal details protected? A more disturbing issue is 'how self-generated surveillant simulations, built up covertly and geared to the needs of large corporations, are also involved in the construction and control of . . . identities' (Graham, 1998b: 488) . Therefore, the flipside of consumer empowerment is that the internet may in fact lead to a loss of control of information about the self. 13 
CONCLUSIONS
The internet economy is a multidimensional terrain, attracting attention from a wide range of disciplines. Yet substantive work on the spatiality of internet-based retail stores is still absent in the literature of the social sciences and humanities. My purpose in this article has been to bridge this theoretical and empirical divide whilst raising awareness of the broader conceptual significance of the virtual geographies of retail display to those audiences. To conclude, I discuss the key contributions of the article to this cause and identify some possible lines of future enquiry.
Currah / Virtual geographies of retail display
First, the article has used the geographical metaphor of the frontier to conceptualize retail cyberspace as a 'discursive battleground' (Warf and Grimes, 1997: 270 ) -a virtual landscape on which retailers are deploying competing visions of how retail space should be displayed to entice a growing community of surfers. The purpose of commercial websites is 'to model not only the forms of their creators but also their intended victims' and 'to captivate other wills so that they will come into relationship with them, exchanging in either economic or social intercourse' (Miller, 2000a: 22) . In this view, the web store must be understood as a socio-spatialization of corporate philosophies: a space discursively constructed not only by the 'talk' of retail executives (cf. Gregson et al., 2002) but also by the voices of other prominent stakeholders such as the consultant and technologist, who clearly have a vested interest in the ongoing deployment of sophisticated strategies of display, and the voices of (relatively) less influential groups advocating minimalism.
This leads us to the second point. The formative impact of discourse (in its various guises, fluctuating between minimalism and sophistication) upon the geographies of display in the web store is yet another reflection of 'virtualism' -a scenario whereby abstract organizational models and normative prescriptions for corporate strategy are consumed in business practice, thereby shaping the competitive contours of the economic landscape (Miller, 2000b) . But, if the internet economy is to be understood as a socio-technical-discursive arrangement shaped by heterogeneous agents (cf. Barry and Slater, 2002) , not just academics and commercial entities, then future research must also, by default, consider the role played by consumers in the display of virtual retail space. Indeed, consumers' knowledge about the self is increasingly being leveraged (and even simulated, with retailers projecting onto consumers images of ideal exchange-partners) through cookie technology, which is now generating massive volumes of strategic knowledge on a daily basis. Moreover, the 'experiential spatiality' of the web store depends as much on the discursive practices of corporate actors as it does on the cognition of surfers. There is clearly a need for greater understanding of how virtual retail space is being interpreted, negotiated and contested by consumer agents. Indeed, the corporate-semiotic paradigm adopted in this article (via Pine and Gilmore, 1999 ) is clearly at odds with a cultural politics approach, but was necessary for the sake of investigative focus.
Third, the article illustrates how 'close dialogue' (Clark, 1998) with corporate executives can help to shed some light on the socio-technical contextuality of e-commerce operations -in particular, the embodied knowledges, personal philosophies and strategic ambitions which underpin the display of retail cyberspace. The article has articulated a polyphonic narrative, with the voices of selected corporate characters woven into the script at my own discretion. In this way, the article has offered a situated reading of the web store to avoid making any essentialist links between 'corporate culture' and 'web design'. Indeed, the relationship between these categories should be viewed as being embedded in time and space: that is, contingent upon the strategist, the sector, and the history of the firm. 14 More work is needed along these lines to determine how the sociocultural dynamics of retail firms (including tensions and contradictions between actor-specific discursive practices) are inscribed upon the virtual geographies of display. Related to this, in what ways do websites articulate stylized corporate identities, devoid of the fluidity, instability and hybridity characteristic to all firms? Studies of this kind will feed into a growing body of debate concerned with discursive representations of 'the firm' and how such narratives can in turn be deconstructed and destabilized (see O'Neill and Gibson-Graham, 1999) .
Overall, while this article helps to take forward our understanding of the spatiality of web stores, it is, admittedly, little more than an early conceptual foray, based upon a specific and perhaps unrepresentative case study. Academic research into e-commerce will only move forward through the lens of empirically grounded investigations. A sustained stream of ethnographic snap shots of this rapidly evolving phenomenon will be required to build up the 'bigger theoretical picture' of e-commerce (Miller and Slater, 2000) .
